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About ACPE
• Located at Olympic Park,

NSW
• Student demographic
• Mainly under 25 and domestic
• Degrees in dance, fitness and
sports coaching as well as
business and education
• High proportion of students
coming in on BAND 3 (HSC 6069) or below

Non-directive vs. Directive intervention

Non-directive paradigm
• “Our job is to produce better writers, not better writing"

(North, 1985, p. 76)
• Key features:
• Focus on student and the writing process, not the text
(product)
• Tutor student conference should be dialogic, Socratic,
minimalist: “The less we do to the paper, the better” (Brooks,
1991, p.4)
• Proofreading does not develop independent writing skills
• Proofreading is ethically suspect and academically dishonest
• Proofreading devalues support centres to status of academic
nursery, Fix-it shop, and launderette

New Landscape…
Widening participation in HE from 0-15% (elite model) to
16-50% (mass model) of total population
Heterogeneous cohort

low SES
NESB
International
Mature Indigenous Non-traditional
First in family
Part-time Disadvantaged
Unprepared
Learning difficulties

Retention & completion agenda requires a
more flexible first year transition pedagogy

New landscape, new approach?
• A more directive, hands-on approach may mitigate

attrition and decrease likelihood of failure/withdrawal for
first-year, low–proficiency, and disadvantaged students
• Centres have an ethical responsibility to provide more

explicit and directive support for unprepared students that
have been accepted into university

Directive paradigm
• Proofreading
• Aids retention by keeping disadvantaged students “in the
•

•
•
•

game” as they find their feet
Helps improve students’ confidence through success:
“grades correlate with students’ perception of self-worth”
(Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2013, p. 44)
Levels the playing field for disadvantaged students so
that their papers get a fair hearing
Can be a developmental and formative process
Aligned with social constructivist pedagogies of
scaffolding, modelling, and collaborative learning

On a more practical note…
• Proofreading is also consistent with service/support

orientation of writing centres
• In light of recent events, better to proofread in-house than

drive students to use online proofreaders or ghostwriters
• In addition, “Writers may visit the centre for proofreading

but return for other kinds of help. Proofreading may just
be the entrée” (Young, 2000, p. 141)

Where do we draw the line?

PLEASE be our Goldilocks and rate our sample
comments.

Not Enough

Just Right

Too Much

______________________________________________
1
2
3
4
5
Unhelpful
Not clear
Too much grammar jargon

Taking control
Replacing my voice
Too directive

Students vs. Staff

Students

Staff

Staff statements
Intervention creates false…
Acknowledge intervention

The level of feedback should…
Acceptable to fix surface errors...
Acceptable to make…

Agree
Disagree
Unsure

Acceptable to rewrite.

Proofreading gives a fair…
Intervention provides model
Errors highlighted,never "fixed"
Intervention depends on level…
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Key findings
• In principle, many staff support generic examples of

proofreading, contrary to common rhetoric
• Staff and students commonly agree on what constitutes

appropriate feedback
• Staff mostly agree that comments which simply indicate an

issue but do not elaborate on it are insufficient
• Staff reluctant to provide written examples for students
• Statements with the word “fix” were most contentious,

suggesting the line between acceptable and unacceptable
intervention may be a matter of phrasing

Suggestions for good practice
• The approach to proofreading should be pragmatic, not

dogmatic, particularly with low proficiency student writers in
transition to university
• Under-prepared, last minute drafts should not be proofread
• Proofreading should not involve unilateral substantive revisions
• Recurring errors in a text should be “fixed” once, but not

throughout
• Changes to the text should be posed as questions or

suggestions

• Students should collaborate in identifying and self-

correcting errors
• Proofreading support should be limited (e.g. 2 drafts) and

tapered over time as student learns to self-edit
• Proofreading support should be acknowledged

• Students who rely on proofreading support must commit

to regular writing development tutorials
• The issue of where to draw the line should be negotiated

between ALL staff, students, and academic staff
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